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Field Crops Newsletter:

February 2008

Special Notice: This year’s Crop College programs are scheduled for Rankin and Carroll Counties. The
first session in Rankin County will begin at 6PM on Tuesday, Feb. 19, at the Leesburg Fire Station. The
first session in Carroll County will begin at 6PM on Thursday, Feb. 21 at the Vaiden Court House. Four
sessions are planned for each location, including instructors who will cover marketing updates and the New
Farm Bill, soil management, weed control, and the management of insects and diseases. The Crop College
is a great source of objective information, and an opportunity to discuss concerns with specialists in
marketing and all aspects of crop production. Since there are no sponsors, there is a ten dollar registration
fee to be used for materials and snacks. Come join us for this series of meetings that has become an
important part of our planning process. (Please don’t confuse this program with the “Mississippi” Crop
College which is held at Mississippi State University for Certified Crop Advisers.)
In General:
The level of activity is picking up; but I have actually
been trying to limit my travel to save on expenses so that I will
be able to travel later in the season when things get busier.
Nevertheless, I have looked at quite a lot of wheat around the
area, evaluating weeds, maturity, fertilization needs, and pest
levels. Many of you are still wrestling with crop choice, seed
supplies, variety selection, tillage practices, burndown
measures, fertilization, liming, and a score of other things.
The stakes are very high this year, as we all know, and this
makes decisions more critical.
Soybeans:
Our administration has finally named a new Soybean
Specialist. His is Dr. Clifford H. Koger, III. I have not
included his full name to embarrass him, but so that anyone
reading this in the future will know his correct name. We call
him “Trey”, and I expect that he will prefer this. I believe you
will soon know that Trey is a good choice for this important
position, and I hope to have him present at our upcoming Crop
College sessions and other activities as the year unfolds.
Seed availability, and the way this issue relates to
variety selection, seeding rate, row pattern, and all the other
parts of production are at the top of everyone’s list. Some
who ordered seed very early have been told they will get most
of their variety choices, while others are still dealing with
choosing from a list of varieties that are not common to our
area. Fortunately, there is not as much variation in the genetic
basis for many of the varieties being offered for sale as one
might expect when looking at the long list of entries in variety
trials.
Many of the unfamiliar varieties are similar to some
of the ones we commonly plant in this area. No doubt, there

are differences among varieties, some subtle and some very
apparent; however most of the breeding lines used in the
soybean seed industry these days have been proven
productive. The fact that they are offered for sale suggests
they have endured a lot of screening, and are the descendants
of lines with at least “acceptable” stress tolerance.
I’ve had several calls from people who have not
planted soybeans in a long time, if ever. They are considering
planting soybeans on fields that have been out of production,
or that have been utilized as pasture or hayland. By planting
time I expect we will see soybeans planted into almost every
conceivable situation. Farmers considering this should look
before leaping. All fields should be checked for pH, nutrient
levels, compaction, and other factors that may predispose
them to failure before considering them for planting.
Planting into sod is preferable to intensive tillage that
will dry out the soil and destroy the structure and organic life
of the soil which may be the only good things going for some
fields. Both corn and soybeans can be planted directly into
killed sod, and can be expected to yield better in most cases
than when the field is tilled. The sod should of course be
killed prior to planting so that existing plants do not compete
with the crop; and herbicide-tolerant (RR) varieties should be
used to expedite good weed control. Those who can’t resist
tillage should probably just correct old drainage, erosion, and
fertility problems rather than planting a crop. That way the
only money lost will have accomplished something. You can
then plant a wheat crop this fall and begin an organized no-till
soybean production program next year. If at all possible, just
spray to kill the sod, plant the seed, and begin managing the
crop for its “potential” yield rather than placing it at a
disadvantage by destroying the best rooting environment you
will get.

The absence of tilllage is the only thing that is
different however; and all the other factors must be managed
well in order to expect good yields. People who have not
witnessed this for themselves may find it difficult to accept;
but those who prepare well and use this method correctly will
be winners when the combines roll. If you are considering
the idea of farming lands that have been idle, this is your best
deal; but don’t think for a moment that it’s any easier – it’s
just better for the land, and it is more productive for several
reasons including the key fact that there is more available
moisture for the crop.
Before I leave soybeans, I have to mention the
necessity for inoculating beans, especially when they are
planted on fields where they have not been grown recently.
One of the reasons we plant soybean is that the crop can
supply its own nitrogen; but without good inoculation with
Rhizobium this cannot be accomplished.
Corn:

It seems that the corn market has leveled off to some
degree; but it may go back to an upward trend at any time in
response to such factors as the value of the U.S. dollar,
increases in crude oil price, etc. Prices for both soybeans and
corn are being driven more directly these days by nonagricultural factors. A lot of concern is being expressed over
the cost of nitrogen and other fertilizers, fuel, seed corn, and
other input items. Most of the discussion is being directed
toward soybeans these days; but corn will still be a very big
player in 2008.
We at least don’t seem to have a seed crunch in corn
as there exists in soybeans. The 2007 planting season saw a
seed supply shortage in corn; but this year the supply seems
OK, although some of the most popular varieties may get a
little tight before planting. We have a good group of backup
varieties waiting in the wings to take their places if needed,
and we probably need to be planting some of them anyway to
encourage competition in the seed marketplace.
There are a couple of ideas I want to “run by you” as
you begin final planning for this year’s corn crop. The first is
that you may want to consider adding a secondary or “backup”
pollinator as you are filling planters this spring. We
commonly see stress driven problems with pollination that
cause poor kernel set resulting from what we refer to as
“missing the nick”. The “jist” of this is that under stress, corn
plants may exert the tassel and drop the pollen before silks are
exposed to receive it. This case of poor timing usually causes
partial failure of pollination; but in the worst cases it may
cause almost total failure of pollination. In 2006, we saw
several cases of almost total pollination failure caused by this
phenomenon, and last year some fields had as much as a third
of the ear without grain development.
As a precaution against “missing the nick”, you may
want to consider planting a slightly later maturing variety on
one row of each set. This row will contribute its share of the
total yield, plus it will produce pollen one to three days later
than the main variety, providing a source of pollen for late-

emerging silks. This idea is especially pertinent for hill fields
with poor moisture-holding silt and sandy soils. Good
bottomland fields and irrigated fields probably don’t need this,
but if you want a little insurance on your more stress-prone
fields you may want to look at this.
The other thought is that of “timing” your corn
planting to have the crop in the most stress-susceptible silk
and tassel stage during the very predictable rainfall period
during July. Depending upon several factors, corn enters silk
and tassel around 80 to 90 days after planting. If you count
backward from the first week of July by 80 to 90 days, you
will arrive at or about the first week of April. If you plant
during that period you will stand a very good chance of having
your corn watered during its peak water-demand period. I
know what you are probably saying by now: “all this time
everybody has been saying we should plant around midMarch”. While it’s still true that earlier is best for avoiding
insects and diseases, just a little later is best for catching the
“right” rain. You will have to decide which is most important
to you. Don’t say that I told you to delay planting; I just
thought you should have all the “data” before making your
own decision.
Cotton:

Cotton continues to be the least-desirable crop for
planting, even though recent price increases have offered
encouragement. A few producers have decided to return some
acreage to cotton, while others are planning their first crop
without cotton. Long-range estimates of cotton inventories
have persuaded a few people to return to cotton as their main
crop; but these people are few. I would like to say that cotton
acreage may be similar or just a little higher than last year; but
it’s too early to make that kind of statement. By the first of
next month, we may be able to see the picture a little clearer.
If the seed companies ever intend to do something
“generous”, this is the year to drop seed costs and tech fees to
encourage a few of the fence-sitters to plant more cotton. I
doubt this will happen; but it’s an interesting thought. It might
actually save part of the cotton infrastructure for the future.
Another encouragement might come in the form of higher
seed rebates to reflect the unbelievably high prices being paid
for gin-run cottonseed used for oil and feed purposes.
However, this may not be possible for some gins since they
are strapped just to keep the power on.
Availability of planting seed should not be a problem
this year at least. This may be the last year we get to plant
some of the best “BR” varieties since they will be pulled in
2009. I understand however, that these varieties may be
purchased in 2009; but the seed will have to be paid for and
delivered before the legal deadline in September of 2009.
Looks like we will have to say “so long” to some of the best
producing varieties we have ever had, and move to the new
generation of varieties. I guess it comes from growing up on a
dairy farm; but I feel like we are being “herded”. There’s
always one straggler that resists going along with the herd – I
guess that’s me. Conventionals will remain an option,

especially if you are down to acreage levels that will enable
you to dedicate the needed management to them.
Cotton is still the best choice for conserving valuable
soil nutrients. The crop uses less nitrogen and phosphorus
than either corn or soybeans, and it fits our climate better than
either of them. It is the crop that kept us farming through the
years, and I believe it will return to a prominent place in our
cropping system with time. Our fields needed rotating
anyway; but I never expected cotton to fall this far. It is still
the ideal crop for Hill country fields – if the prices get a little
better.
Wheat:

Wheat plants now range from Feekes Stage 4 to 6.
Stage 4 is just prior to jointing, and stage 6 is when the first
internode begins to elongate, commonly referred to as
“jointing”. For most fields, this is the time for fertilization.
Thin stands and fields with slow development need to have
their N split into two parts – one third now and the balance in
about 10 to 14 days. Keep in mind that total N demand for
wheat is at least 2 pounds of actual N per bushel of “expected”
grain yield. In some situations, this demand may be as high as
2.5 pounds of N per bushel of wheat. If you cheat on the N
rate, you may be cheating yourself. Problems with soil pH, P,
K and sulfur may also limit yields; but I hope you have
addressed these already, although you can add S to the first N
application (12 to 15 pounds/Ac). Over-riding all of this is
the issue of drainage, since wheat can’t stand to be wet for
very long. Wet fields waste fertilizer, grow and yield poorly.
A lot of herbicide applications have already been
made; but these applications can continue for another couple

of weeks. An exception is that phenoxy herbicides like 2,4D should not be applied after the joint moves in order to
prevent damage to reproductive structures. Scout your fields
carefully to determine when this stage arrives. I have found
wild onions and garlic in fields where growers did not expect
them to be present, making essential an application for these
weeds. Garlic or onion bulblets in wheat can lead to severe
grade deductions, or even rejection.
Wheat diseases have not yet become apparent in the
fields I have visited; however if weather warms and showers
continue we will likely see the development of rust, septoria,
and other diseases. Wheat can tolerate low levels of these
without damage; but significant amounts levels of infection
may justify fungicide applications, especially at current price
levels. Insects have not been apparent either; however this can
change quickly.
In Conclusion:
Within a very few weeks, we will begin planting the
2008 crop. We just thought crop production has been
expensive in the past. Wait until you see the bill for this one.
This makes intensive management a necessity in order to
know when to apply inputs and when the expense can be
avoided. The rewards can be great if we work this one right.
If we mess up the damage will be major. Attention to detail,
timeliness, and calm evaluation of the situation will carry us
through. Call if you need help.
Check out the Crop College schedule on the back of
this page. I hope to see you there. Thanks for your time.

Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Agent – Agronomic Crops
Upcoming Events:
• Crop College (Ernie’s) – To be held in Rankin County at the Leesburg Fire House, and in Carroll County at Vaiden.
The first session at Leesburg is on Feb. 19, and the first session at Vaiden is on Feb. 21. Starting time for all sessions is
6PM. We are starting with Marketing, Economic Updates, and the New Farm Bill, presented by the MSU Ag. Econ staff,
including Dr. Bill Herndon, Dr. John Anderson, Dr. Steve Martin. There are no sponsors to sell you anything, so we need
a $10 registration fee for the program to pay for snacks, materials, and completion certificates. This covers all 4 sessions.
See the full schedule on the back of this page.
• Mississippi Crop College (For CCA’s and Miss. Section American Soc. Of Agronomy) – Feb. 12 – 14. Winter meeting
of the Miss. Section of ASA at noon on Wednesday, Feb. 12. Miss. Agronomists please attend this to keep our
association active. Special awards at this meeting – don’t miss.
• General Pest Mgt Workshop – Tuesday, Feb. 19, at Central MS Res. and Ext. Center, Raymond, MS. 8AM to 4PM.
• Miss. Ag Pest Mgt Associations joint meeting – Feb. 26-28, Capps Center, Delta Res. and Ext. Center, Stoneville, MS
• Commodity Classic (corn, soybeans) – Feb. 28 – March 1, Opryland Resort, Nashville, TN
• Mid South Gin Show – Feb 29 – March 1, Cook Center, Memphis, TN
• Stoneville Field Day – Thursday, July 17, Delta Res. And Ext. Center, Starts 8:30AM

CROP COLLEGE 2008 Schedule
Some arrangements still in process

All sessions start at 6PM
Leesburg Sessions – Rankin and
Scott Co. (Tuesdays)

Vaiden Sessions – Carroll and
Montgomery Co. (Thursdays)

1. February 19
Leesburg Fire Station
Economic Update
New Farm Bill
MSU Ag Econ Staff

1.

2. February 26
Leesburg Fire Station
Crops and Soils,
Tillage, Soil Fertility,
Drainage

2. February 28
Vaiden Library
Weed Mgt. in Field Crops
Ext. Crop Specialists
Dr. Darren Dodds
Dr. Erick Larson
Dr. Dan Poston
Dr. Trey Koger

3. March 4
Leesburg Fire Station
Weed Mgt. in Field Crops
Ext. Crop Specialists
Dr. Darren Dodds
Dr. Dan Poston
4. March 11
Leesburg Fire Station
Disease and Insect Mgt. in
Field Crops
Dr. David Ingram
Dr. Chris Daves

February 21 (Thursday) Vaiden
Court Rm. (Court House on hwy 51)
Economic Update
New Farm Bill
MSU Ag Econ Staff

3. March 6
Vaiden Library
Insect Mgt. in Field Crops
Dr. Gordon Andrews
Dr. Chris Daves
4. March 13 (Thursday)
Vaiden Library
Diseases of Field Crops
Dr. Tom Allen

